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PROJECT DESCRIPTION

Overview of the Community of Big Pine Key

Named for its extensive pine forests, Big Pine Key is one of the many islands that comprise the Florida Keys.  It located between Mile 
Marker (MM) 33 and 29.5 and is generally recognized as the gateway to the Lower Keys.  Big Pine Key is a diverse and vibrant commu-
nity, comprising a diverse mix of restaurants, shops, offices, community facilities, conservation areas and residences.  Including residents 
from No Name Key, the local population comprises some 5,000 persons, and increases to over 8,000 in the winter season.  

US 1 runs from east to west through the lower portion of the island.  It is the sole thoroughfare that links Big Pine Key to the mainland 
to the north (via the eastern end) and the rest of the Lower Keys to the south (via the southern end).  In addition, most of the more 
intense land uses (e.g. commercial and office) line the roadway, which also serves as the local “Main Street” for ‘downtown’ Big Pine 
Key.  The corridor is therefore subject to a mix of heavy through traffic and its associated uses as well as local businesses and circula-
tion.

Over fifty percent of the land area of Big Pine Key is in public ownership.  These include areas designated as conservation areas and 
wildlife reserves, such as the National Key Deer Refuge, the National Great White Heron Refuge and Coupon Bight State Aquatic Pre-
serve.  While several tracts along the US 1 Corridor have been designated as conservation lands, designated parks and other spaces 
for public and civic use are infrequent, not clearly defined nor developed.

Habitat conservation measures have limited the scope for road improvements on US 1.   Unfortunately, without these service level 
capacity improvements, additional development along the corridor becomes unsustainable.  This moratorium has resulted in disincen-
tives not only for new development but also for redevelopment or enhancement of existing properties along US 1.

The Big Pine Key/US 1 Corridor Area Enhancement Plan - Vision Plan and Design Guidelines

The Big Pine Key/US 1 Corridor Area Enhancement Plan (the Study) examines opportunities for establishing a consistent look and feel 
for the section of US 1 within Big Pine Key, enhancing its sense of place, resolving traffic issues (including through traffic, local vehicular 
traffic, bicycle movement) and advancing the pedestrian realm.  The Study seeks to develop methods for creating a distinctive image for 
the corridor.  This includes examining means for improving the service levels and circulation efficiencies of US 1, thereby creating incen-
tives for redevelopment/new development and opportunities for providing a physical focus for the Big Pine Key community along this 
corridor.  These opportunities are consolidated into a unified strategy, embodied in the Big Pine Key/US 1 Corridor Area Enhancement 
Vision Plan.  The Vision Plan is a single illustrative color plan identifying the boundaries, significant landscape elements, improvements to 
rights-of-way, parking, proposed development interventions, schematic building locations and development envelopes and uses.

This Plan is accompanied by Design Guidelines encompassing Urban, Architecture and Landscape/Streetscape.  These three elements have 
the most direct effect on the public realm at the human scale.  The simple codification of these elements will help establish the Big Pine 
Key/US 1 corridor as a unique and identifiable place and provide direction for future development/redevelopment toward a safe, human 
environment of variety, activity and opportunity.

The Guidelines offer an easy-to-use, concise and effective set of guidelines that describe the desired future form of the US 1 corridor.  To 
that end, the standards are divided into sections or zones of character and development intensity, managed by a single Regulating Plan.

The Principles and the Process 

The Big Pine Key/US 1 Corridor Area Enhancement Vision Plan is based on the following tenets:

1.  The promotion of Diverse Development;
2.  The provision of a well-defined Thoroughfare Network that promotes the equitable treatment of pedestrians and vehicles;
3.  The creation of Neighborhoods that have clear and active centers that provide opportunities for commerce, culture and 

governance;
4.  The elevation of the Public Realm; and
5.  The clear delineation of the Street as reinforced by the built environment. 

Guided by the above principles, the following development issues were examined:

•  Community development that is diverse, compact, walkable and safe;
•  The neighborhood unit as the basic increment of development, with neighborhood size determined by the pedestrian shed;
•  The integration of various uses within the neighborhood and increased flexibility for some additional development, whilst  

maintaining Big Pine Key’s unique, rural/suburban quality; 
•  Coordination of the Vision Plan with FDOT proposals, including the Scenic Byway Program; Overseas Heritage Trail; Bike Path 

and Landscape improvements; gateways, signage and overall image; and 
•  The protection of landscape areas that are ecologically and culturally significant.

The Big Pine Key/US 1 Corridor Area Enhancement Plan Charrette - on January 16 and 17, 2003 - was held at the US Fish and Wildlife 
Conference Room, Winn-Dixie Plaza, a few yards north of the intersection of US 1/Overseas Highway and Key Deer Boulevard.   Though 
conducted only over two days, the charrette was organized with the following typical activities:

•  Listening Sessions: Public workshops, stakeholder work sessions, and drop-in sessions for building a shared understanding of 
challenges, opportunities, expectations and ideas;

•  Design Workshops: Throughout the charrette, planners and designers quickly generated design and development alternatives, 
immediately responding to the ideas and information gained through the listening sessions.

•  Review Sessions: Drop-in sessions and public presentations provided opportunities for the community to review and respond 
to ideas and proposals.

The openness of the charrette allowed input and feedback from parties that have a stake in the plan, intimate knowledge of the place 
and its people, and the ability to support implementation.  The active engagement of community members and leaders, public officials, 
property owners and local merchants was intrinsic to the Process and the Plan’s success.  

The location in the  neighborhood allowed easy access  during the drop-in sessions, workshops and presentations.  Over the course of 
the two days, residents, property owners, merchants and County consultants stopped in to share ideas and concerns, check on the Team’s 
progress and provide real-time feedback on design and proposals.

The proposals contained herein will be included in the Livable CommuniKeys Plan for Big Pine and No Name Keys.
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THE STUDY AREA

N

The Study Area

The Study Area for the Big Pine Key/US 1 Corridor Area Enhancement Plan is defined as follows:

The eastern edge is bound by the eastern approach on US 1/Overseas Highway emerging from the Key Deer habitat and overpass, 
including the vacant lots to the immediate north-east of the US 1 right of way.  The north-eastern corner is bounded by half a block 
north of Avenue A and mid-block between 3rd and 4th streets;

The Study Area extends from east to west along US 1.  Along this section, the Study Area and is extends to the north and south of 
the US 1 right of way by half a block, i.e. one lot, with the following exceptions:

•  At the intersection of US 1 and Key Deer boulevard, the Study Area extends north to include the Big Pine Key shopping 
Center;

•  The Study Area extends south to include the entire site occupied by the Flea Market (two lots deep); and

•  The Study Area is bounded to the west by the island’s edge on North Pine Channel.  The Study Area includes the conser-
vation lands on either side of the US 1 right of way.

0            800                   1600

N

STUDY  AREA BOUNDARY
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HISTORICAL PRECEDENTS

Remodelled Big Pine Inn
While some permanent settling occurred in the middle 1800s 
(the majority was in the Middle and Upper Keys), interest in the 
Keys intensified only after World War II.  The Big Pine Inn was 
repurchased and remodeled in the late 1940s/early 1950s, but 
much of the elements of the original structure were retained.  
This attests to the robustness and longevity of the original 
architectural character, which current and new development 
may aspire to.

Bridge Tender’s House, Pigeon Key
The Tender’s House is another original structure on Pigeon Key, 
dating back to 1912.  The paint color is “Flagler Yellow”, the official 
color of the Florida East Coast Railroad.  The railed porches 
(front and rear) are a distinctive feature of the structure.

Historic Photos and Big Pine Key Historical Data Credits: Jerry 
Wilkinson

Key West Streetscape
This photo illustrates how, even with development built close 
to, or along, the street edge, it is still possible to achieve a rural 
streetscape character.  Where gaps in development occur along 
the street edge, well-defined planting masses can extend and 
maintain that edge.

Key West Streetscape
It is not intended to replicate the developments on Key West 
on Big Pine Key; the latter has developed in a different direction 
from former, which has a more urban character.  Nonetheless, 
some aspects of the Key West fabric may provide cues for guiding 
the future of the Big Pine Key corridor.  This photo shows how 
vehicles, bicycles and pedestrians are given equal status in the 
public realm.  Buildings establish the street edge and character 
via well-defined setbacks, pedestrian-scaled architectural details 
and a mix of uses. 

Big Pine Prison Farm, ca. 1957
The prison camp was formerly located on West Summerland 
key and relocated to Big Pine Key in 1950, to the area formerly 
occupied by the railroad foreman’s section house.  Key Deer 
Boulevard can clearly be seen at the top of the photograph.  
Even with this large compound, the overall character of the area 
remains rural, being surrounded by natural vegetation.

Big Pine Prison Wardens House, ca. 1957
Even as Big Pine Key entered the 1960s, the architectural style 
was still in the Keys Cracker style.  This house was notable for 
its double hipped roofs and dormer windows, and the distinctive 
wrap-around porch.  The Prison Farm section house was later 
torn down - Jerry Wilkinson would later lament the lack of 
interest in renovation and conservation of cultural resources.

Maggie Atwell House
The older historic structures on Big Pine Key that did survive 
demolition were purchased in 1999 and moved to Key West.  
These included the Florida East Coast Railroad Depot and the 
Maggie Atwell house.   Increased efforts are required to ensure 
the conservation and integrity, not just of individual historic 
buildings, but of the larger overall development fabric and scale 
of Big Pine Key.

Original Big Pine Inn
The Big Pine Key Inn was a familiar landmark until it was destroyed 
by a fire in 1978; this picture was taken around 1933.  The 
design of the building is done with clean lines, with primarily 
wood construction, wide overhangs and columned porches - a 
Florida/tropical version of the Cracker style that is found in the 
Lower Keys.

Big Pine Post Office, ca. 1926
As with the Big Pine Inn, the architectural style of the Big Pine 
Post Office incorporates a gable roof, clapboard siding, wide 
overhangs over a columned porch.  Many of the original structures 
on Big Pine Key were of a low scale and modest proportions.  
They were mostly single storey structures, and seldom exceeded 
two.  This is also true of present development.

Bridge Foreman’s House, Pigeon Key
Built in 1916, this house was a standard home plan utilized by 
the Florida East Coast Railroad throughout Miami and the Keys.  
Its character is consistent with the original structures on Big Pine 
Key with its pitched roof, gable/dormer windows, and columned 
porch with wide awnings.
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EXISTING CONDITIONS

US 1 and Lobstertail Road - East Cahill
There are a few vacant lots (non-conservation areas) on either 
side of the US 1 corridor.  With improvements to service levels 
on US 1, these tracts provide the first opportunities for infill 
development and restructuring the corridor streetscape. 

US 1 near Key Deer Boulevard Looking East 
Visual clutter is prevalent along US 1.  These newspaper/
periodical dispensers are a sample of the uncoordinated 
landscape/hardscape elements throughout the corridor.  
Moreover, they are not easily accessible, with residents having 
to drive their cars up onto the green buffer to get their paper.

Near US 1 and 1st Street
Of the many commercial establishments along the corridor, some 
more than others reflect the built forms originally prevalent 
on Big Pine Key.  Consistency and overall improvements to 
the streetscape could be achieved by a clear set of guidelines 
describing setbacks, building placement, architectural treatments 
and landscaping.

Near US 1 and Sams Road
There are several establishments along the Big Pine Key/US 1 
Corridor that, apart from serving local residents, possibly also 
cater to the larger Lower Keys area and through traffic bound 
for Key West.  Unfortunately, some of these establishments are 
built with generic design and architectural treatments that are 
not fully in the context of Big Pine Key and detract from the 
desired image and character of the corridor.

Palmetto Avenue looking East
US 1 has a 180-foot R.O.W. at this portion of the corridor, 
though a large portion is taken up by parking for uses  fronting 
the highway.  This R.O.W. offers some spatial flexibility for traffic, 
parking and landscaping  improvements.  A concrete bicycle 
path is provided along the majority of the northern edge of 
US 1.   The path, however, is unshaded and at times is illegally 
used by through traffic bypassing US 1.  Same grade, north-
south vehicular crossings between US 1 and the side streets/
commercial parking lots also present safety issues to bicyclists.

Lower Keys Chamber of Commerce Visitors Center
The Visitors Center is located almost immediately after the entry 
into the main development corridor from the approach from 
the east.  It unfortunately is located on the south side of US 1, 
and is not as visible nor easily accessible for visitors who are 
normally south/west-bound en route to Key West.  Civic and 
community uses such as the Visitor Center are more suited to 
a central location along the corridor.

US 1/Key Deer Boulevard/Wilder Road/Chapman Street
The sole traffic signal on US 1 in Big Pine Key is located at the 
center of the corridor.  The intersection is framed by several 
large establishments, including Eckerd, Scotty’s, Century 21, and 
Mariner Bank.  A shopping center and some institutional uses are 
located to the north.  The center also houses some government 
uses, including the Key Deer Visitor’s Center and the Public 
Library.  Provisions for pedestrians are lacking; nonetheless, this 
area already functions as an informal core for Big Pine Key.  

US 1 at Cahill Pines and Palms/North Pine Channel
The western end of the US 1 corridor is flanked on either side by 
large tracts of conservation lands.  The tract to the south is the 
site for a local swimming hole and was also recently cleared on 
exotic flora.  There are dramatic views to North Pine Channel 
from both tracts as well as on the approach to the viaduct along 
US 1.  The County recently obtained funding for landscape 
improvements to these tracts.

Northern Edge of US 1 near its intersection with Horvath 
Road
Several tracts along US 1 have been designated as conservation 
areas.  This photo shows a hammock in the vicinity of Western 
edge of the corridor.  The dense massing itself forms a edge to 
US 1 and is typical of the vegetation in the area.

US 1 at approach from Key Deer Habitat/Spanish Harbor 
The approach on US 1 from the Spanish Harbor Channel 
runs through Key Deer habitat areas.  The approach has been 
elevated to permit deer crossing beneath the highway.  US 1 
veers sharply to the west as it enters the Big Pine Key corridor.  
Opportunities are available for using currently vacant land at the 
northern end of this approach to create a feature that would 
terminate this vista as well as herald the entry into the main 
development corridor.
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Civic or community buildings are strong contributors to an area’s 
sense of place.  These civic places become focal gathering places 
for the community.  The Big Pine Key Post Office is a busy and 
highly utilized facility; nonetheless, it could benefit from a more 
prominent and centralized location that is accessible on foot as 
well as by car.

Commercial uses will be maintained along the corridor.  Retail use 
is especially promoted and unique local shops are encouraged.  
The gable roof, wooden siding, porch, balcony and railings are 
authentic to the architecture of the island.

Unique, “destination” shops contribute to the special character 
of the area.  The architecture of this building is compatible 
with the Big Pine Key vernacular, and the signage is sensitively 
executed.  While the current parking configuration (to the side 
of the building, not the van parked on the lawn) is acceptable, 
the building could have been improved with the shops actually 
facing US 1.

While not exactly in the traditional vernacular of Big Pine Key, 
the simplicity of this building is nonetheless a good example 
for development along the corridor.  The low building fronted 
by retail, gable roof and uniformly proportioned signs create a 
harmonious façade to US 1.

Canopies, awnings and porches are pedestrian friendly elements 
that are well-suited to commercial developments and should 
be emulated along the corridor.  In addition, minimal parking is 
provided in the front of the building, with the majority of the 
spaces provided either to the side or at the rear.

The roofline, modulation and proportion of doors, windows 
and columns, and overall absence of excessive stylistic elements 
recall the traditional architecture on Big Pine Key, e.g. the old 
Big Pine Post Office.

CONTRIBUTING/PARTIALLY CONTRIBUTING  CONDITIONS

Even where the actual buildings are set back at a considerable 
distance from the highway, a semblance of a street edge is 
nonetheless created by the vegetative massing.  However, it will 
be critical to delineate and differentiate private open space/green 
from public.

The western section of the corridor offers several vantage 
points for dramatic views to North Pine Channel.  The rural 
landscape is intrinsic to the character of Big Pine Key and should 
be incorporated into the corridor proposals.

A parallel road along US 1 may help alleviate the traffic issues on 
the highway by segregating local vehicles from through traffic.  
Proposals will need to examine measures to mitigate the parallel 
roads being used by through traffic (as short cut/bypass routes) 
as well.

The Visitors Center’s function is to promote the image of Big 
Pine Key and the Lower Keys.  It is a use that potentially could be 
incorporated into a central civic facility for the island and itself 
contribute to this identity. 
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Pedestrian use is currently discouraged along the corridor.  The 
dominance of vehicular movement against the lack of provisions 
for pedestrians and their safety is prevalent.  A sense of security 
and comfort is essential for the success of the public realm.

Vehicles dominate the frontage of many establishments along 
the corridor, creating hazards to cyclists and pedestrians.  This 
is detrimental to a friendly neighborhood environment.

Generic, strip mall architecture is the enemy of places desiring 
to have a unique image and character.  In recent years, more 
and more large, national retailers are realizing the value of 
tailoring the planning and design of their establishments to the 
local context.

Vehicles illegally parked on the on the green buffer between 
the parallel road and US 1 are unsightly and damage the buffer.  
Parking is better provided to the side or behind developments 
which in turn should line the corridor.

This building is set back too far from the corridor and the 
yard in front is too bare, obviously used solely for parking.  
These conditions do not contribute to the creation of a strong 
streetscape, but rather subtract from it.

Setting buildings too far back from the corridor creates 
indistinct spaces and do not contribute to a well-defined public 
realm.  The plan and guidelines shall describe the appropriate 
building disposition for various uses and locations along the US 
1 corridor.

NON-CONTRIBUTING  CONDITIONS

Local businesses are encouraged along the corridor.  However, 
their appearance should conform to aesthetic criteria that 
contribute a harmonious image for Big Pine Key.

Uncoordinated, generic signage and street furniture contribute 
to the visual clutter along the corridor and detracts from the 
desired image of Big Pine Key.  The guidelines shall include mea-
sures for coordinating various streetscape elements.

Parks, plazas, open spaces and other public areas are essential to 
the public realm and provide places for the community to gather 
and recreate.   The underutilized green space at this intersection 
has the potential to be reshaped into an area of higher civic 
prominence, use and community significance.

The eastern and western sections of the Big Pine Key/US 1 
corridor are currently mostly scrubland and do not create a 
sense of arrival and/or departure.    With improved landscaping 
and pedestrian access, these tracts have the potential to be 
more prominent gateways into Big Pine Key, as well as special 
destinations for the community.


